


Praise for The I- Factor
“The I- Factor clearly articulates that the substratum of all relationships 
stem from how we engage ourselves.”

— T. D. Jakes Sr., senior pastor, the Potter’s House of Dallas; 
TDJ Enterprises; New York Times bestselling author

“Van Moody takes you on a biblically balanced, often painfully penetrat-
ing look— not just a look at the you in you, but a look at the God in you 
who defines and declares your destiny and worth.”

— Kenneth C. Ulmer, D.Min, PhD; Faithful Central Bible 
Church; founder- CEO, the Ulmer Institute, Los Angeles, CA

“Small group leaders will love the summary at the end of each chapter. I 
loved it. I grew. You will too.”

— Dr. Sam Chand, leadership consultant 
and author of Leadership Pain

“How refreshing to find a book that focuses on having a godly, healthy 
sense of self- worth!”

— Chris Hodges, founding and senior pastor, Church of 
the Highlands; author of Fresh Air and Four Cups

“A must- read for all those who aspire to leave an indelible mark and foot-
print on the earth.”

— Dr. Leslie D. Ramiah, founder and senior pastor, New 
Creation Bible Church, Durban, South Africa

“The I- Factor is an essential key to reaching your next level in your under-
standing of yourself and then achieving the success of your dreams.”

— Dr. Chris Hill, author, evangelist, senior 
pastor, the Potter’s House of Denver

“Without reservation, I recommend The I- Factor.”
— Jonathan Varner, director, Varner Family Ministries
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“A true game changer! Rarely do I come across a book that convicts, chal-
lenges, and equips at the same time.”

— Dr. Matthew Hester, author; pastor, 
Dominion Church International

“Of the dozens of books I’ve read in recent years, this is one of the best. It 
is an easy read, but its profound message can be life changing for anyone 
seeking inner peace and a life of significance and fulfillment.”

— Doug Carter, senior vice president, EQUIP Leadership

“The I- Factor strengthened my personal relationship with myself, my 
wife, my family, and most notably a deepening of my ultimate relation-
ship with God.”

— Art Franklin, Emmy Award– winning news anchor; 
host of CBS 42 Morning Show with Art Franklin

“If you want the keys to unlock a happier more fulfilling life, The I- Factor 
is the book for you.”

— Ruben C. Studdard, American Idol winner, The Biggest 
Loser contestant, and award- winning artist

“The revelatory insight that Van Moody shares in this book is more than 
life changing, it’s world shaping.”

— Warryn and Erica Campbell, TV personalities; 
Grammy Award– winning producer and artist; pastors, 

California Worship Center, North Hollywood, CA

“A thought provoking, challenging, and enlightening work that is a 
MUST- read for all people who strive to keep their hopes, dreams, and 
aspirations in check and on course.”

— Dr. C. E. Glover, senior pastor, Mount Bethel Ministries

“If ever there was a time to understand yourself and the people you 
include into your world, it is now.”

— Michael Pitts, founding pastor, 
Cornerstone Church, Maumee, Ohio
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“This book will definitely lead to transparency within yourself.”
— Hezekiah Walker, multi- Grammy Award– 

winning artist, pastor, and radio personality

“The I- Factor will become an essential read and a necessary reference for 
all those who are serious about fulfilling their dreams.”

— David G. Evans, senior pastor- teacher, Bethany Baptist 
Church; bestselling author; CEO, David G. Evans Ministries

“A great guide for mapping out a strategy to build a better future!”
— Dale C. Bronner, D.Min; Bronner Brothers 

Manufacturing; author; founder and senior pastor, 
Word of Faith Family Worship Cathedral

“I highly recommend this book to help anyone live out God’s plan and 
purpose for their life!”

— Matt Fry, lead pastor, C3 Church, 
Clayton, NC; ARC board member

“The I- Factor provides a mindmap for mental and spiritual health; it is 
the ticket to inner peace.”

— De’Andre Salter, lead pastor, Impact Church, 
South Plainfield, NJ; entrepreneur and author

“Get ready to be challenged to live a life you were meant to live and dis-
cover the keys of how to do it.”

— Benny Perez, author; cofounder and 
lead pastor, the Church LV

“Van Moody opens a vault of godly wisdom for us all. This is a must- read.”
— Dino Rizzo, executive director, ARC; associate 

pastor, Church of the Highlands

“The I- Factor will help you master your relationship with yourself, 
 enabling you to live your best possible life.”

— Russell and Sam Evans, lead pastors, Planetshakers 
Church and Music, Melbourne, Australia
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“A unique, greatly helpful, and inspiring book.”
— Tim Hall, Australian evangelist, Planetshakers 

Global Evangelism, author of Giant Killers

“The I- Factor’s most impressive quality is that it provides the nec-
essary building blocks of recovery for all who truly desire personal 
transformation.”

— Wayne and Myesha Chaney, TV personalities; lead 
pastors, Antioch Church of Long Beach, CA

“Dr. Moody offers insightful and practical advice on how to ‘get right with 
yourself,’ so that your other relationships and endeavors may flourish.”

— Stephen Chapin Garner, senior minister, the 
Congregational Church of New Canaan, New Canaan, CT

“Enlightening, practical, and essential to all who seek to maximize the 
divine deposits God has made in them.”

— Joseph Warren Walker, III, D.Min.; senior pastor, 
Mt. Zion Church, Nashville, TN; presiding bishop, Full 

Gospel Baptist Church Fellowship International

“I would recommend The I- Factor to anyone who desires to live their 
‘best’ life.”

— Paul S. Morton, Sr.; founder, Full Gospel Baptist Church 
Fellowship International; senior pastor, Changing a 

Generation Ministries, Atlanta, GA; overseer and co- 
pastor, Greater St. Stephen Ministries, New Orleans, LA

“Definitely a ‘how- to’ book that not only makes for good reading, but also 
calls you into action.”

— Neil C. Ellis, presiding prelate, Global United Fellowship; 
senior pastor– teacher, Mount Tabor Church

“Provides not just an insightful, relevant, and practical tool for life change 
but a built- in personal coach that will help you turn your dreams into a 
reality.”

— Brett Eastman, president, Lifetogether
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“A magnificent book! Apply its timely principles for personal and spiri-
tual success. Your life will change.”

— Dr. Levy H. Knox, founding bishop, Living Word 
Christian Center, Intl. Ministries and Kingdom 

Network of Churches Intl., Mobile, AL

“A gift that needs no ribbon, just a reader who’s ready to make the shift 
of a lifetime!”

— Dr. Nicole LaBeach, CEO, Volition Enterprises, Inc.; 
executive and life coach; author, A Woman’s True Purpose

“For anyone who wants to live fuller, greater, and with more impact.”
— Rob Ketterling, founder and lead pastor, River 

Valley Church, Apple Valley, MN; author; speaker

“A guide for understanding yourself and leading yourself with excel-
lence . . . so you can help others like never before.”

— Ryan Frank, pastor, publisher, 
entrepreneur, leadership coach

“Get ready to be challenged, inspired, and maybe even offended at times 
as you flip through the pages of this book.”

— Martijn van Tilborgh, CEO, Four Rivers Media; 
cofounder, The Leverage Group and Kudu Publishing

“By helping us to find ourselves, Pastor Van Moody leads us to stop mak-
ing excuses and blaming others, and take personal responsibility for who 
we become and who we are called to be.”

— Dr. Kim Brown, senior pastor, Mount Lebanon Church, 
VA and NC; church planter; author, Marriage Talk

“Van Moody has a keen understanding of human problems and the solu-
tions we need to advance.”

— Dr. Walter S. Thomas, senior pastor, New 
Psalmist Baptist Church, Baltimore, MD; executive 

and personal coach; author and editor
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“Getting ahead, achieving greatness, and fulfilling God’s purpose for our 
lives begin with knowing who we are and why we’re here. Van Moody helps 
us to discover those things in The I- Factor. I highly recommend reading 
this book!”

— Henry Fernandez, senior pastor, the Faith 
Center, Sunrise, FL; speaker; bestselling author, 

Faith, Family, and Finances; entrepreneur

“This is a must- read . . . I believe that the world is going through an identity 
crisis and this book is the answer.”

— Dr. George Searight, founder and senior pastor, Abundant 
Life Family Worship Church, New Brunswick, NJ

“As you read these pages, be prepared to be transformed from the 
inside out!”

— Dr. Frederick Douglass Haynes, III; senior pastor, 
Friendship- West Baptist Church, Dallas, TX; activist

“A practical, readable, compelling guide to self- actualization and greatness.”
— Dr. Joe Samuel Ratliff, pastor, Brentwood 

Baptist Church, Houston, TX

“This book, if applied to daily life and relationships, will be life changing!”
— Layne Schranz, executive pastor, Grow Leadership Network 

director, Church of the Highlands, Birmingham, AL

“The ultimate guide for tapping into your core strength in order to walk 
into your destiny.”

— Odell Dickerson, Jr., M.B.A.; CEO, New 
Psalmist Baptist Church, Baltimore, MD

“Van Moody will guide you to a better you— a you that obtains and main-
tains healthy relationships that last. This is the book you need to read now.”

— Phil Munsey, chairman, Champion Network of 
Pastors with Joel Osteen/Lakewood Church
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“Each chapter is scripturally grounded as well as personally focused and 
culturally relevant.”

— Dr. Craig L. Oliver, Sr.; senior pastor, 
Elizabeth Baptist Church, Atlanta, GA

“I found this book refreshing, enlightening, and inspiring.”
— Ruckins Mckinley D.D., author and speaker

“Thank you, Pastor Moody, for this valiant and forthright road map into 
becoming who I was intended to be, the real me!”

— Dr. B. Courtney McBath, senior pastor, 
Calvary Revival Church, Norfolk, VA

“Establishing the order from the inside out will definitely help bring the 
healing we need as individuals, as the kingdom, as the church, and as a 
country! Thank you, Van Moody, for this amazing body of work!”

— Tye Tribbett, Grammy Award– winning singer 
and songwriter; TV host, BET’s Joyful Noise

“Pastor Van keeps it real and practical for all who are serious about 
 succeeding on this journey of life.”

— Dr. Jerry L. Cannon, pastor, CN Jenkins Memorial 
Presbyterian Church, Charlotte, NC; evangelism coach; former 

president, the National Black Presbyterian Caucus (PCUSA)
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The I- Factor
HOW BUILDING A GREAT RELATIONSHIP 

WITH YOURSELF IS THE KEY TO A 

HAPPY, SUCCESSFUL LIFE

VAN MOODY
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The Lord does not look at the things people look 
at. People look at the outward appearance, but the 
Lord looks at the heart.

—1 Samuel 16:7
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To my amazing wife and beautiful daughter and son

To the Worship Center Christian Church: the 
wonderful people I get to do life with

To everyone who desires successful living from the inside out
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Introduction

ON JUNE 25, 2009, THE DEATH OF MICHAEL JACKSON 

shocked the world. Without warning, one of the world’s most 
popular recording artists was gone, his unmistakable voice silenced 
at the age of fifty. His passing sent a surge of disbelief and sad-
ness across the country and around the world. People simply could 
not believe he was gone and immediately began asking, “What 
happened?”

I would venture to say Michael Jackson was universally 
acknowledged as a brilliant entertainer, but he was also regarded 
as eccentric and seemed content to live with an air of mystery. 
Questions and controversy sometimes surrounded him, but his tal-
ent was tremendous and his unforgettable songs were phenomenal 
successes. Within certain age groups, you could go almost any-
where in the world and find someone to quote lyrics from “Billie 
Jean” or “Man in the Mirror.”

Before the world fully absorbed the shock of Jackson’s pass-
ing, another piece of news emerged, one that was even harder to 
believe: His death was not the result of a random accident or some 
undisclosed illness. It was the result of an overdose of medication 
prescribed to help him sleep. People immediately began asking 
why. If they thought about it very long, they might have realized 
that not being able to sleep is often rooted in some type of inter-
nal torment. At a basic physiological level, it’s the inability to find 
peace and rest. Michael Jackson, a musical icon about to embark 
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on a world tour, seemed to have it all in many ways. Why couldn’t 
he sleep at night?

While I cannot comment on the specifics of Jackson’s situation, 
I don’t think any external circumstances led to his demise; I think 
what caused him to take a lethal dose of sleeping medication was a 
problem in an often- overlooked dynamic I call the I- factor. Let me 
explain.

When I refer to Jackson’s I- factor, I am talking about his 
relationship with himself— apart from all the applause and acco-
lades he received from the public and apart from the affection 
he experienced in private relationships with friends and family. 
Jackson’s enormous audience knew him as a great entertainer and, 
from all appearances, as a sensitive and generous human being. 
They knew his public persona, but they also had glimpses of a 
troubled life beneath his designer clothes, hats, and sunglasses. He 
had earned great fame and prestigious awards. But underneath 
those trappings, he was miserable— so miserable that he reached 
a point where he could not even sleep. And so his I- factor issues 
robbed his family of a son and a brother, his children of a father, 
and the world of one of the greatest entertainers of my lifetime.

Jackson’s struggles were not unique, not by a long shot. 
Throughout history, people with remarkable talent or impressive 
positions have come to surprising and terrible ends— people like 
the singer Amy Winehouse, actor Heath Ledger, writer Ernest 
Hemingway, painter Vincent van Gogh, and the ancient Egyptian 
queen, Cleopatra. Clearly, an inability to manage success is a 
problem with a long history and a challenge that still threatens 
people today.

The common denominator between Jackson and these others 
is that all of them had achieved great success— or were solidly on 
the path to great success— but for some reason crashed and burned. 
I believe the problem lies in the I- factor.
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The connection in the stories of these individuals is that some 
personal weakness took them from the pinnacle of success to 
total disgrace. While their scandals were public, what led to each 
scandal was deeply private. None of these individuals can blame 
their downfalls on anyone else; each was solely responsible. The 
specific contributing element to the downfall was different in each 
situation, but it was always something unrelated to his or her intel-
ligence, personality, abilities, or fame and fortune. The reason was 
something deeply personal and private: something was faulty in 
their relationships with themselves.

Maybe you cannot relate to people with such fame, fortune, 
and perceived success, but you know exactly what I mean when I 
talk about people who have a longing to succeed but keep tripping 
themselves up. Maybe that’s exactly what’s happening to you. You 
have desires, goals, abilities, initiative, motivation, energy, and solid 
plans. You have all the right credentials, and to any casual observer 
you are positioned to succeed. From the outside looking in, there’s 
no reason you shouldn’t be able to live your dreams. Yet you make 
a certain amount of progress down the path of your potential, and 
then something happens. You get derailed. It’s happened enough 
times to become a pattern, and your greatest source of frustration 
is that you simply cannot put your finger on the problem. Maybe 
the problem seems different every time it happens, and that only 
adds to your confusion. I have great news for you: this book will 
help you identify the problem, understand it, and solve it, removing 
the obstacles that have hindered the success you long for and the 
greatness that awaits you.

So what exactly is the I- factor? I will explain it in greater detail 
as this book unfolds, but in a nutshell, it’s how people think about 
themselves, feel about themselves, and relate to themselves. It’s a 
combination of dynamics that converge to form the totality of a 
person’s relationship with him-  or herself. It’s more than self- worth 
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or self- respect. It goes beyond matters of character and motives. It 
reaches past a sense of significance or a perception of purpose. It 
does include relational skills with other people, but it has every-
thing to do with one’s relationship with oneself. It’s about managing 
yourself— and your whole life— well.

Of course, I- factor problems are not limited to the world’s rich 
and famous. Ordinary people face the same struggles every day. 
The problem with the I- factor is that it’s so internal. It’s often a 
massive personal struggle, well camouflaged by talents and abili-
ties, personality and charisma, or accomplishments. We shouldn’t 
be deceived by the cover- up; almost everyone struggles with the 
I- factor in silence, with as much anonymity as possible. No one 
seems to want anyone else to know how difficult and brutal the 
fight can be, which is a shame because so many people are in it.

In my book The People Factor, I wrote: “Every relationship you 
have influences your life. There are no neutral relationships. Each 
one lifts you up or weighs you down. It moves you forward or holds 
you back. It helps you or it hurts you.”1 All these statements are 
true, and I believe them as strongly today as ever. I also understand 
a parallel truth about relationships: it’s your relationship with your-
self that trumps every other association in your life. Everything I 
believe about the power of relationships with others, I believe even 
more about your relationship with yourself. It can be the most 
dangerous relationship you ever have, or the most awesome one. 
It is the difference- maker between success and failure. No one can 
derail your destiny as quickly or effectively as you can. However, 
no one can position you for success and for the fulfillment of your 
dreams as well as you can.

The three ingredients for your best possible life are a great 
relationship with God, a great relationship with yourself, and great 
relationships with others. I’ve written at length about your exter-
nal relationships in The People Factor. In The I- Factor, I’m writing 
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about your internal relationship. If your relationships with God 
and others are healthy and you also have a strong, positive relation-
ship with yourself, you will be unstoppable. There will be no limits 
to what you can achieve and who you can become.

Over the past few years, I have been astounded by stories of 
people who could not manage some aspect of their lives and ended 
up dying young or in public disgrace. My goal in The I- Factor is to 
put a stop to the sad stories of defeat and help people become the 
main characters in their own success stories. In this book, I hope 
to rip away the veil of secrecy covering people’s deepest and most 
intimate struggles in such a way that those struggles ultimately 
give way to personal victories. I want to help people see beneath 
the surface of their lives so they can understand the source of 
their greatest struggles, deal with the ways those struggles impact 
their lives, avoid the personal disasters their struggles may lead 
to, and ultimately live their dreams. I believe many people ask 
themselves more often than they admit, “How do I deal with 
myself?” and I’ve written this book to help answer that question. 
I’m convinced that winning the battle with the I- factor may be 
the most important step in bringing about personal wholeness, 
security, and success.

Winning the battle with the I- factor takes a proper under-
standing of three dynamics: identity, significance, and perspective. 
You’ll see these words mentioned, explained, and elaborated on 
throughout the book. They are all necessary to a healthy relation-
ship with yourself and foundational to the development of a strong 
I- factor. When you understand your identity, you know who you 
are, and that’s the foundation of everything. When you understand 
your significance, you get in touch with the purpose and the great-
ness for which you were created. When you understand perspective, 
you can view the problems you face as stepping- stones to greatness 
instead of stumbling blocks. The right perspective will enable you 
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to walk across difficulties to your destiny instead of allowing them 
to stop you in your tracks.

Are you tired of working toward personal or professional suc-
cess and falling short? Are you frustrated over the little things that 
seem to trip you up on the path to your fullest potential? Are you 
wondering, deep down inside, if some of these things may have 
more to do with your relationship with yourself than with circum-
stances or people around you? Do you ever find yourself asking, 
“What am I doing wrong? Why can’t I ever seem to make it?” Or, 
do you simply want to learn how to live your best life by removing 
all the potential obstacles that may arise so you can pursue your 
destiny with wisdom?

If you can answer yes to any of these questions, chances are 
there’s more going on inside of you than your appearance or per-
sona would indicate, and as you continue reading this book, you’ll 
find yourself on an amazing journey of hope. I have written it with 
the profound conviction that you are destined for greatness and 
that the practical principles and biblical truths in this book will 
help you get there. This book can change your life for the better, 
and that’s exactly what I am believing for you.
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More Than Meets the Eye

If you want to be truly successful, invest in 
yourself to get the knowledge you need to find 

your unique factor. When you find it and focus 
on it and persevere your success will blossom.

— Sydney Madwed

“IT’S BEEN EIGHTY- FOUR YEARS,” RESCUED PASSENGER 

Rose DeWitt Bukater reminisced in the movie Titanic, “and I can 
still smell the fresh paint. The china had never been used. The sheets 
had never been slept in. Titanic was called the ‘Ship of Dreams.’ 
And it was. It really was.”1

I’m sure you have heard about the majestic passenger ship, 
Titanic. It was the finest vessel of its day— larger, faster, and bet-
ter equipped than any other. It boasted all the engineering and 
shipbuilding expertise of the times and every luxury its wealthy 
travelers were accustomed to. The ship had been called unsinkable, 
and no doubt those aboard felt safe, pampered, and privileged.

If ever a ship seemed destined for success, it was the Titanic. No 
one could have possibly imagined that this ship would go down. It 
would go down in history, for sure, they must have thought, because 
it was such an excellent vessel, but they were also convinced it could 
withstand any challenge it met at sea. An employee of the Titanic’s 
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parent company, the White Star Line, said, “Not even God himself 
could sink this ship.”2

But at 11:40 p.m. on Sunday, April 14, 1912, only five days into 
its voyage from Southampton, England, to New York City, the 
Titanic’s lookout sent an urgent message to the bridge: “Iceberg, 
right ahead.” Less than forty seconds later, the ship hit the iceberg. 
Within three hours, the celebrated vessel rested at the bottom of 
the frigid Atlantic Ocean, and more than fifteen hundred lives were 
lost.3

The lookouts in the crow’s nest did not have binoculars. Had 
a simple pair of binoculars been available, someone could have 
seen the iceberg ahead, and one of the greatest tragedies in mari-
time history might have been avoided. As it happened that day, the 
time elapsed between the first sighting of the iceberg and the ship’s 
impact was a little more than thirty seconds.4 Here’s my point: the 
Titanic sank not because the iceberg was in the ocean, but because 
no one saw it in time to steer clear of it.

As I researched the iceberg the Titanic hit, I saw varying statis-
tics about its size. One source said the iceberg was estimated to have 
been about six hundred feet long, with five hundred feet of it below 
the ocean’s surface and one hundred feet visible above the water. 
I also learned that typically, seven- eighths of an iceberg is under-
water, which means slightly more than 10 percent of an enormous 
mass of ice would be visible to a captain or a ship’s crew.5 Where 
icebergs are concerned, what’s under the surface, invisible to the 
naked eye, does much more damage than the part of the iceberg 
people can easily see. This was certainly true for the Titanic.

Believe it or not, the story of the Titanic and the theme of this 
book, the I- factor, have a lot in common. Let me explain. Many 
people in the world have all the trappings of success. Like the Titanic, 
they are decked out with everything the world finds impressive. 
They not only have good looks, designer clothes, the best car, and 
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the right address, they also have a sterling educational pedigree, a 
broad social and professional network, strong skills, and a bright 
mind. Everything about them seems destined to succeed— just like 
the Titanic. If there were ever any sure bets for success, they would 
be on these people.

But sometimes these people crash and burn— and no one 
understands why. The reason is that the world places such high 
value on who we are on the outside and pays little attention to who 
we are on the inside. To use the metaphor of an iceberg, it’s what’s 
under the surface that can sink a person’s whole life, not what’s 
visible to others. The totality of the difference between success and 
failure is not in any degree we obtain, position we hold, label we 
wear, car we drive, or amount of money we have. The difference 
is what’s on the inside of a person, who he or she really is at the 
core, underneath all the trappings and accessories of success. It’s 
those internal dynamics that will cause us to sail or to sink as we 
go through life. While relationships with other people are vitally 
important, your relationship with yourself, which is part of what 
the I- factor is all about, is even more important.

The I in Lie
How does the I- factor precipitate a person’s downfall? One of the sto-
ries that best illustrates my point happened to a man you probably 
have heard of. In 2007, he was named one of Time magazine’s most 
influential people in the world. He was the National Father of the 
Year in 1996. He’s appeared on Sesame Street, Saturday Night Live, 
the Olympics, and Late Night with Jimmy Fallon, just to cite a frac-
tion of his television experience. This man has won twelve Emmy 
awards, and as of December 2014, his salary was ten million dollars 
per year. His personal brand seemed untouchable and his celebrity 
credentials were strong. Just three months later, in February 2015, 
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he was suspended from his job without pay and had lost not only 
his influence, but his credibility too. I’m sure you know who I’m 
describing, former NBC news anchor Brian Williams.

Williams was part of a fairly exclusive lineage. At one time in 
the United States, before the days of cable news, the most power-
ful voices in media belonged to the men who occupied the anchor 
chairs at the big three networks: ABC, CBS, and NBC. With 
recognizable voices and just the right amount of gravitas, they 
were media kings. When they reported the news of the day, people 
believed them. People had no reason not to believe them. Viewed as 
trustworthy American icons, they held the public trust for decades.

When Brian Williams ascended to the helm of NBC Nightly 
News in December  2004, the evening 
news anchor job was still admirable and 
considered quite an accomplishment, 
even though by then a host of other 
news broadcasts had joined the big 
three. Williams quickly became one 
of America’s favorite news anchors, 
a popular and reliable source for the 
important information and stories of 
each day, and he typically outscored his 
competitors in the rankings of evening 
news broadcasts. By all appearances, he had reached the pinnacle of 
success. Had he chosen to do so, he should have been able to cruise 
his way into retirement from his seat behind the evening news desk. 
The respect he had gained in about ten years was his to lose— and 
lose it he did. Big time.

He did not lose it over a major scandal or some type of serious 
journalistic error. He lost it because somewhere in the midst of all 
his fame and fortune, he was not satisfied. He wanted more— more 
acclaim, more oohs and aahs, perhaps a chance to show a little 

 While relationships 
with other people 

are vitally important, 
your relationship 

with yourself, which 
is part of what the I- 
factor is all about, is 
even more important.
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more bravado on the television screen. In the quest for even more 
than he already had, he told a lie. Actually, he told several lies, but 
the one that really got him in trouble was that he had been in Iraq 
in 2003, riding in a helicopter that came under heavy enemy fire 
and was hit by a rocket- propelled grenade.

I assume the world would have believed him had crewmembers 
who were in the helicopter that was hit not called his bluff in Stars 
and Stripes. That was the beginning of the end for Williams at the 
anchor desk. After six months of suspension, NBC gave the anchor 
job to Lester Holt and relegated Williams to the position of break-
ing news anchor on MSNBC and breaking news anchor for NBC 
live special reports, a significant demotion to say the least.

Why?

Many people have questioned why Williams embellished his story. 
From the moment I first heard about it, I could make only one 
assumption: the reason had something to do with his I- factor. I did 
not know all the details or realize he would ultimately admit that 
the helicopter story, and others that were also embellished, were 
“clearly ego driven,” and born of “the desire to better my role in a 
story I was already in” (emphasis added).6

A quote from the website Politico characterizes the situation 
accurately: “You’d think that Brian Williams, a mega- successful, 
handsome, funny, high- status millionaire journalist wouldn’t need 
laurels beyond the ones he’s already collected. You’d be wrong.”7 
The Politico writer instinctively understood that what Williams did 
left much of America scratching our collective head, totally baffled.

I mention this story because of its shock value and its connec-
tion to the I- factor. People all over America and even around the 
world were stunned that a US media darling could fall so far, so 
fast. They were even more stunned that the wound to his career and 
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his character was self- inflicted. I cannot count the number of times 
I read or heard someone say, “Why would he do this to himself?” 
The incredulity in our country was palpable for days after the story 
broke. As a culture, no matter how many times we witness it, we 
still marvel at the way people sabotage themselves.

When we orchestrate our own demise or our own delays on the 
road to success, we try to explain it away. Sometimes, though, those 
explanations are faulty because our insights into our own souls are 
not as sharp and clear as they should be; they are dulled and clouded 
by our desire to view ourselves in the most positive ways, instead of 
the most honest ways. These personal struggles, along with our con-
tinued bafflement over why other people do what they do, all happen 
for the same reason: we do not yet fully understand the I- factor.

What’s the Problem?

How many times have you heard a shocking story similar to the one 
about Brian Williams— when someone in your community, your 
country, or the world seemed to have it all together and then, to the 
amazement of most people, suffered a tragic fall? These types of 
scenarios surprise and confuse us. Depending on the situation, one 
question floods our minds: How could this have happened? Then 
we go on to tell ourselves that the person who crashed and burned 
was so smart, so good looking, so funny, so talented, so strong, so 
prosperous, or so savvy— whatever adjective applies. This kind of 
thinking is so common in America that I’m not sure we realize how 
problematic it is.

We have a tendency to assess and esteem people based on their 
external qualities. We look at their tangible assets, such as educa-
tional credentials, physical attractiveness, financial strength (or 
apparent financial strength, which may be nothing more than 
debt), professional experience, social position, or worldly influence, 
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and we assume these people are successful. We also look at their 
intangible qualities, such as personality or charisma and intelli-
gence, believing these attributes make people successful.

We take the same approach toward ourselves. When we 
struggle to get the job we want; the relationship we want; the influ-
ence we want; or the house, car, or designer clothes we want, we 
immediately try to fix something external. We go back to school; 
we get another certification; we find a mentor; we lose weight and 
get in shape; we moonlight until we have enough extra money to 
buy the possessions we think will make us feel better about our-
selves. Sooner or later, though, we realize that none of those things 
solved our real problem. They may have provided some temporary 
relief, but when we look in the mirror each day, we still see the same 
person wrestling with the same challenges.

While external factors do contribute to success in certain ways, 
none of them and no combination of them form the bedrock for a 
successful life. They can take people part of the way toward true 
success, but they can’t keep them there. In order to attain and expe-
rience genuine success, the I- factor is another element that must be 
involved. It’s often a silent partner in the formula for success; it’s 
also the most important one. It may be something you have never 
considered and no one has ever told you about. 

The I- factor is as intensely personal a matter as there can 
be. It affects your relationships with others, but it is the basis of 
everything about your relationship with yourself. It’s completely 
unrelated to everything a person has working for him on the outside; 
it’s all about what’s happening on the inside— thoughts, emotions, 
motives, self- talk. It’s the foundation of the way you relate to your-
self. While self- esteem and self- respect are closely related to the 
I- factor, they don’t encompass all of it. The I- factor also includes a 
person’s innate integrity. It’s the often unseen “why” behind what 
you think, say, and do. It’s a combination of internal dynamics that 
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forms your identity, shapes your character, and influences your life 
far more than you may realize.

Think again about Brian Williams. His lie about being in a heli-
copter under enemy fire was not the biggest problem. The biggest 
problem was whatever was happening inside of him that caused him 
to tell that lie and others. A person with a weak or negative I- factor 
would understandably lie in that way— because something on the 
inside felt deficient. In Williams’s 
case, as he admitted, he wanted “to 
better [his]role in a story [he] was 
already in.”8 So that’s part of the 
story behind the story, part of the 
psychological explanation for what 
he did. But the question that leads 
us to I- factor issues is this: Why did 
he want to better himself, as good as 
he already was? The answer is that 
deep inside he still felt lacking— not 
good enough— in some way. None 
of the acclaim or fame or fortune was enough to empower him to 
see himself as many others saw him. They saw him as nearly per-
fect; he saw himself as needing to beef up a story so he would seem 
better. That’s an I- factor problem.

Though we seem to be hearing about more and more such situa-
tions on the news websites these days, I- factor problems are not new. 
They stretch back for centuries, at least as far as the Old Testament, 
in the story of two young men I will share later in this chapter.

You Are the Key to Your Success

Often, when people fail to reach their goals, fall short of achieving 
their destinies, or tumble from a place of position or prominence, 

While external factors 
do contribute to success 
in certain ways, none of 

them and no combination 
of them form the bedrock 

for a successful life. 
They can take people 

part of the way toward 
true success, but they 
can’t keep them there.
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they quickly begin playing a blame game. Almost immediately, 
they find a reason that things did not work out as they had hoped. 
Usually, it’s something like this:

•  “Well, that opportunity didn’t work out for me because 
that company never hires people from the school I 
went to.”

• “I didn’t get the job because of my gender.”
• “I ended up with this addiction because I needed 

something to numb the pain of my past.”
• “My marriage fell apart because my parents were 

divorced and they did not teach me the relational skills 
I needed.”

• “I’m deep in debt because of all the designer clothes and 
the car I had to buy in order to make a good impression 
on my coworkers.”

• “I never finished school because I couldn’t get the grants 
I needed.”

• “I’m overweight because I have to cook for my kids and 
they won’t eat anything healthy.”

I have heard people blame their problems and shortcomings on 
everything from their parents to their children to the government 
to race, age, or gender, or to the neighborhood where they grew up.

When disappointments or troubles happen to Christians, they 
often blame the enemy, making comments such as, “The devil is 
trying to steal my destiny!” or, “I’m under attack from the enemy! 
He’s hindering my success!” While I am quick to affirm the reality 
of spiritual warfare, I also think spiritual warfare is cited as the 
reason for many things that have absolutely nothing to do with the 
spiritual realm.

The hard but absolutely transformative truth of the I- factor is 
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that, more often than not, no person, no organization, and no situa-
tion is responsible for what happens in our lives. Almost always, 
something within us as individuals is what causes our greatest 
frustrations. Many times, we are our own worst enemies. The good 
news is that as we resolve our I- factor issues, we become our own 
best friends and biggest helpers.

Are You Your Own Worst Enemy 
or Your Own Best Friend?

The I- factor ultimately determines whether we will help ourselves 
or hinder ourselves as we go through life. People with weak, nega-
tive I- factors become their own worst enemies, while people with 
healthy, positive I- factors end up being their own best friends. The 
following table compares the mind- sets and behaviors of those who 
sabotage themselves and become their own worst enemies with 
those who position themselves for success:

PEOPLE WHO SABOTAGE 
THEMSELVES

PEOPLE WHO POSITION 
THEMSELVES FOR SUCCESS

Allow their egos to get in the 
way of everything else

Are secure in who they 
are, yet humble

Refuse to take advice 
or receive help

Seek and implement good 
advice from others

Criticize themselves Accept themselves

Cannot manage their anger, 
greed, jealousy, lust, or 
other negative emotions

Know how to manage anger, 
greed, envy, sexual temptation, 
and other potentially negative 
emotions in healthy ways

Fear failure Are not afraid of failure, but 
are eager to learn from it
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Will not try again after 
they make mistakes

Always try again if they do 
not succeed at first

Lack self- confidence Have healthy self- esteem 
and an appropriate measure 
of self- confidence

Won’t pay the price necessary 
to achieve success

Work hard and pay the 
price for success

Are not content with what 
they have while they try 
to better themselves

Are satisfied with what they have 
and will work for something better

Will not take responsibility 
for their lives

Take responsibility for 
their thoughts, feelings, 
words, and behaviors

Are negative and fault- finding, 
frequently blaming others for 
their own shortcomings

Are optimistic and positive

Allow other people to use them Are willing to help others, but will 
not allow themselves to be used

Are overly eager to please Care more about preserving their 
integrity than pleasing people

Will not take risks Are willing to take appropriate risks

Have unrealistic expectations Set expectations that are 
reasonable and realistic

Are willing to compromise their 
integrity to get what they want

Will not compromise their 
character, even if it means 
not getting what they want

Have talents or abilities, but 
not character or discipline

Make sure their character 
and integrity co- exist with 
their gifts and abilities

Do not know how to deal with 
pain and disappointment 
in a healthy way

Deal with pain and disappointment 
in healthy ways
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The Little Letter That Makes a Big Difference

My study of the I- factor started with the fascinating but sad story 
of two young men whose lives came to a tragic end. Their names 
were Hophni and Phinehas, and they were the sons of Eli, a priest 
in Israel. This means they, too, were priests, but as we will see, they 
only served the Lord externally; they held no honor for Him in 
their hearts.

The first insight Scripture gives us into these two men and 
the disconnect between what they did outwardly and who they 
were inwardly is in 1 Samuel 2:12 (hcsb): “Eli’s sons were wicked 
men; they had no regard for the Lord.” The Complete Word Study 
Dictionary of the Old Testament: NIV notes that the word wicked 
means “worthless” and “good for nothing.”9 In other words, no 
matter what they did or who they were with, they brought no value 
to the situation. To further understand this verse, we see that in 
the NIV Study Bible, the annotation to this verse explains that 
“had no regard for the Lord” literally means “did not know.” It 
goes on to say: “In Old Testament usage, to ‘know’ the Lord is not 
just intellectual or theoretical recognition. To know the Lord is to 
enter into fellowship with him and acknowledge his claims on one’s 
life. The term often has a covenantal connotation.”10 Based on this 
explanation, we can assume Hophni and Phinehas were estranged 
from God and uninterested in the things of God, even though they 
were priests. We also know that they were greedy, irreverent, and 
involved in sexual sin (1 Sam. 2:12–17, 22), serious I- factor issues.

Even their names point to the fact that they were not dedicated 
to the ways of the Lord. Hophni means “fist- fighter” and Phinehas 
means “mouth of a serpent.”11 Any time anyone called these men by 
their names, that person was reinforcing these negative descriptions 
of them. To the worshippers in the temple, Hophni and Phinehas 
may have appeared to be successful in their responsibilities of 

I Factor_INT.indd   12 8/31/16   10:53 AM



More Than Meets the Eye

13

serving the Lord, but they clearly had many faults and weaknesses. 
Their private failures undermined their public success.

After the description of Hophni and Phinehas, we are told a 
prophet visited their father, Eli, with strong words spoken on God’s 
behalf: “Why do you honor your sons more than me by fattening 
yourselves on the choice parts of every offering made by my people 
Israel?” (1  Sam. 2:29). The prophet concluded his message with 
these chilling words: “And what happens to your two sons, Hophni 
and Phinehas, will be a sign to you— they will both die on the same 
day” (v. 34, emphasis added).

Sure enough, on a tragic and dramatic day, both Hophni and 
Phinehas died in a battle that ensued when the Philistines slaugh-
tered many Israelites and captured the ark of God (1 Sam. 4:10–11). 
At that time, Eli was ninety- eight years old and when a messenger 
told him all that had happened, he fell backward out of his chair, 
broke his neck, and died (vv. 17–18).

At the time this happened, Phinehas’s wife was pregnant. 
When she heard that the ark had been captured and that Phinehas, 
Hophni, and Eli were all dead, she went into labor. According to 
Scripture, she “was overcome by her labor pains. As she was dying, 
the women attending her said, ‘Don’t despair; you have given birth 
to a son.’ But she did not respond or pay any attention” (vv. 19–20). 
Before she died, however, Phinehas’s wife “named the boy Ichabod, 
saying, ‘The Glory has departed from Israel’— because of the cap-
ture of the ark of God and the deaths of her father- in- law and her 
husband. She said, ‘The Glory has departed from Israel, for the ark 
of God has been captured’ ” (vv. 21–22).

To further understand the significance of Ichabod’s name, it’s 
important to also understand the meaning of the word chabod, 
without the I. In Hebrew, chabod is the opposite of Ichabod. Chabod 
refers to the full weight or splendor of God’s glory.12 The word 
glory, especially in its Old Testament sense, seems old- fashioned 
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and outdated in our current day, but the modern definition of 
glory is this: “public praise, honor, and fame; something that 
brings praise or fame to someone or something; something that is 
a source of great pride.”13 Based on this definition, it’s reasonable 
to say that whatever we view as “success” is our “glory.” It’s what 
earns us public praise, honor, and recognition; it’s something in 
which we take pride. With that in mind, let’s think again about 
Ichabod.

The difference between Ichabod, meaning “no glory” and 
chabod, meaning “the full measure of glory” is one tiny letter— 
the letter I. That’s the letter that changes everything. In biblical 
times, it made the difference between glory and no glory. Today, 
it makes the difference between success and failure, not because of 
its connection to those words, but because of the person to whom 
it applies. Almost always, the difference between victory and defeat 
in life is “I.” The ability to succeed or not resides within us. Yes, 
there are times when other people help us succeed or when cir-
cumstances seem to fall into place perfectly, setting us up for the 
breakthroughs we need. And yes, there are times God moves on 
our behalf in astonishing ways to help us get where we need to be. 
But generally speaking, success rises and falls on each individual 
who pursues it. One of the truths of life, although it can be painful, 
is this: we are often the greatest hindrances to our success and the 
greatest barriers to everything God wants to do in and through our 
lives. That’s what the I- factor is all about.

The I- Factor: It Must Be Dealt With

One of the biggest problems in our society is that so few people rec-
ognize or acknowledge the I- factor. Everybody has one, but many 
people don’t realize that. In some people, it’s positive; in some it’s 
negative. In some people, it’s weak; in others it’s strong. For most 
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people, though, it’s a struggle because it goes unnoticed and there-
fore unaddressed. It’s like a stealth bomber that wreaks havoc in 
a person’s life, while the person has no idea the bomber is even in 
flight.

As far back as Hophni and Phinehas’s day, people have been 
clueless about the I- factor and about how much it has to do with 
what happens to them. In the case of the two brothers, Israel was 
at war with its enemy, the Philistines. At one point in the battle, 
the Israelites kept asking, “Why? Why are we being defeated?” 
They did not recognize their greatest weakness— that God was 
not with them. Even worse, they did not realize the reason He was 
not with them was because of the I- factor issues of the priests, 
Hophni and Phinehas. The Israelites thought simply regaining the 
ark of the covenant would be enough to guarantee their victory. 
It wasn’t— because doing the right things externally is never suf-
ficient. In fact, the Israelites were defeated long before the battle 
even started because their leaders never addressed their I- factor 
issues.

In many ways, life is a battle, just as real as any military conflict. 
People wrestle with financial issues, relational issues, bad habits 
and addictions, poor choices, trying to get ahead personally and 
professionally, and a host of other challenges that everyday life pre-
sents. Like it or not, in order to succeed we have to fight. We have to 
fight external enemies, but we also have to fight the internal forces 
that cause us to sabotage ourselves.

In order to win the battles necessary to succeed in life, we have 
to start with three things. First, we need to recognize the I- factor. 
We need to realize that not every hindrance, delay, or challenge 
we face is external. Some of them— some of the most potent— are 
internal. Second, we need to deal with the weaknesses and negative 
aspects of our own I- factors. This may not be a quick- and- easy pro-
cess, but the rewards will be tremendous. Third, we need to replace 
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the faulty elements of our I- factors with strong, healthy ingredi-
ents. As we do this, we turn the things that hinder us into things 
that will help us.

I believe you are destined for so much more than you are cur-
rently experiencing. I am convinced your life can be so much better 
than it is now, and so much better than you have ever imagined. 
I know you have many gifts, skills, talents, and dreams just wait-
ing to take you to the next level of greatness. No doubt, you have 
many of your externals in order, but perhaps you know deep down 
that something— something you cannot perceive clearly and may 
not be able to articulate, but you know it’s there— is holding you 
back from the life you long for. There’s a good chance that “some-
thing” is related to the I- factor. This book will help you resolve your 
I- factor issues so you can experience all the greatness for which you 
were created.

Internal Building Blocks

• True success is not dependent on external resources or evident 

in the so- called external trappings of success. It comes from 

what’s inside you.

• The most important relationship you will ever have in your life is 

the relationship you have with yourself.

• The way you manage yourself internally determines whether you 

become your own best friend or your own worst enemy, whether 

you help yourself or hinder yourself on the journey to success.

• Three secrets to success are to recognize your own I- factor and 

understand the importance of a healthy relationship with your-

self, deal with your internal issues and struggles, and work to 

replace weak aspects of your I- factor with strong ones.
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Strengthening Your I- Factor

1. Based on this chapter, what does the I- factor mean to you?

2. How would you describe your relationship with yourself?

3. Why is your I- factor your most important key to success?

4. What do you believe to be your most significant I- factor weak-

ness and how can you strengthen and improve it? (Please see 

chart on pages 10–12.)

5. What do you believe to be your biggest I- factor strength and 

how can you use it to take yourself to a new level of success 

and greatness? (Please see chart on pages 10–12.)
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 It’s Time to Peel the Onion

Success in any endeavor depends on the degree 
to which it is an expression of your true self.

— Ralph Marston

THE ISSUE OF PERSONAL IDENTITY IS A HUGE COMPONENT 

of anyone’s I- factor. Everything you think, everything you do, and 
the entire way you see and relate to yourself flows from your sense 
of identity— your personal assessment of who you are and why 
you are significant. Your identity is the compass that guides you 
through every aspect of your life and keeps you grounded and cen-
tered in the things that matter most to you.

When people are not secure in their identities, they waste much 
of their time in efforts to fulfill the unreasonable expectations that 
others have placed on them. Many individuals have crashed and 
burned not because of their own inabilities or weaknesses, but 
because they have tried to be something they were not in an effort 
to please people who never should have had so much influence in 
their lives.

Trying to please or impress other people, or to live up to their 
expectations, is exhausting and frustrating. People rarely succeed 
at it because when they do it, they suppress and deny their true 
selves as they pretend to be smarter, wealthier, more attractive, 
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more charismatic, more gifted, or more connected than they really 
believe themselves to be. If they only knew how valuable they actu-
ally are, they could save so much energy, be so much more authentic, 
and enjoy life so much more.

The process of discovering your personal identity is one of the 
most rewarding journeys you will ever take. It’s not easy, but when 
you begin to find out and tap into who you really are, apart from 
all the trappings of your life, I believe the results will invigorate 
you, empower you, and take your breath away. I liken this process 
of self- discovery to an activity we’re all familiar with— the peeling 
of an onion.

When you peel an onion, you remove one layer at a time until 
you get to the core of the onion, which began as an onion seed. Just as 
the onion started with a seed, you also started as a seed, biologically 
speaking, the seed of life. That seed carried everything about you, 
and the unique DNA code of who you are— your identity— was in it. 
Over time, many layers have piled on top of that unique identity, lay-
ers of experience, layers of fear, layers of disappointment, and layers 
of so many other things. Getting back to the core of who you are, the 
seed, allows you to live from the healthy place of your true identity.

You figure out who you really are and why you are so valuable 
one discovery at a time. Often, before you get down to the core of 
who you really are, you first have to strip away who you are not. 
Just like peeling an onion can sting your eyes and stink up your 
kitchen, uncovering your true identity can be messy and painful. 
Just as there are times you have to step away from the onion because 
your eyes are watering so profusely, there will be times you have to 
back off on your journey of discovery because it’s so intense. I don’t 
pretend that the process is easy, but I promise that it’s a supremely 
worthwhile endeavor. Failure to do it will forever bind you to the 
emptiness of trying to define yourself according to what you do in 
life instead of who you are, to what someone did to you or said about 
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you, to circumstances beyond your control, or to what has happened 
in your past. But if you’ll do the work of finding out who you really 
are, it will shape and shift your entire life in all the best ways. 

Your Identity Is Not Based on What You Do

Bible teacher Joyce Meyer has a well- known quotation that sum-
marizes identity in just a few words: “You must separate your do 
from your who.”1 In other words, who you are is totally separate 
from what you do. Your identity comes from God and is revealed 
in His Word. Yet many people are unaware of this truth, so they go 
through life defining themselves in terms of their accomplishments 
or activities instead of their internal realities. As an example, think 
about how many times you have overheard a conversation like this:

“Hi, I’m John.”
“Hi, John. I’m Darrell. Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you, too, Darrell. Tell me about yourself.”
“Well, I’m an accountant and a running enthusiast.”
John might then respond with the fact that he is an engineer 

and a guitarist in his spare time.
At the end of a conversation like this, both men end up finding 

out what the other one does, but they know little about who the 
other one is. Unfortunately, much of 
our social system in the United States 
is built on knowing what people do, 
not on who they are. This happens 
not only in relationships with others, 
it also happens in our relationships 
with ourselves. Because we find it 
easier to focus on our actions than 
on our inner beings, we default to 
talking about who we are in terms of 

You figure out who you 
really are and why you are 
so valuable one discovery 
at a time. Often, before 
you get down to the core 

of who you really are, 
you first have to strip 
away who you are not.
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what we do— when, in reality, they are two separate aspects of 
our lives.

In order to live successful lives, we cannot define ourselves by 
or try to find our value in what we do in life. What we do includes 
not only our chosen professions but also all our external quali-
ties. We need to define ourselves and find our worth in who we 
are on the inside. Identity is not about what’s readily visible to 
casual observers— good looks, stylish clothes, a house in the right 
neighborhood, professional or personal accomplishments, or even 
intellect or charisma. Identity is about what God has put deep 
inside of us, not only our uniqueness as individuals, but also the 
spiritual realities He has deposited in us as believers. When we per-
ceive those gifts rightly, we draw strength and pursue our destinies 
based on all He has placed inside of us, not on anything we could 
gain through human effort.

Perhaps you saw the movie Gladiator, which is a phenomenal 
story of the power of identity. In the movie, Russell Crowe plays 
Maximus, an outstanding general in the army of the Roman 
emperor, Marcus Aurelius. Aurelius’s son, Commodus, expects 
to succeed his father as emperor, but Aurelius knows Commodus 
is unfit to rule and chooses Maximus instead. Hearing this news, 
Commodus flies into a rage and kills his father. He arranges for 
Maximus to be arrested and killed, and he orders Maximus’s farm 
burned and his family murdered. After this trauma, as Maximus 
wanders in the desert, a North African slave owner captures him 
and requires him to work as a gladiator.

Maximus quickly becomes a skilled gladiator, winning vic-
tory after victory and becoming popular with the local audience. 
The people, however, do not know who he is, because he fights in a 
mask. They only know him as “the Spaniard.” Eventually he ends 
up back in Rome in the fighting ring with Commodus, who has no 
idea Maximus is still alive.
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Commodus begs the Spaniard to identify himself, and when he 
finally does, Commodus is stunned and the audience in Rome is 
thrilled. Their hero has returned! Maximus’s soldiers rally around 
him, and Commodus knows his days are numbered. In his jealousy 
and desperation to retain the throne, he challenges Maximus to a 
duel. Prior to the match, he stabs Maximus. Despite his wound, 
Maximus fights on, eventually killing his longtime rival. After 
Commodus’s death, Maximus’s stab wound becomes fatal, and he 
requests with his dying words that the important reforms needed 
in Rome finally become realities and that the gladiators with whom 
he was imprisoned be freed.

The reason Maximus was victorious in the end was that he 
never lost his sense of identity. He went from being a general in 
the Roman army to being a prisoner, but he did not let that change 
who he was. He never appropriated the mind- set or the bearing of a 
prisoner. His “do” changed radically, but his “who” never did.

Many people today believe their identities are in what they 
do. There are large numbers of people who, if they lost their jobs 
tomorrow, would suffer a great deal emotionally. They would ques-
tion their self- worth and their value to the world around them, 
when in reality nothing about who they are or what they can con-
tribute would change at all. Those things would stand firm; the 
professional expression of those things would simply be removed.

Perhaps you have heard, as I have, of men whose identities were 
so tightly tied to their ability to provide for their families that they 
killed themselves after losing their jobs and not being able to find 
what they considered appropriate employment. These situations 
are tragic in every way, and their bottom line is that those who 
committed suicide never understood how valuable they were, with 
or without a job. They never separated their who from their do, and 
their failure to do so was devastating.

When you know your who and are firmly established in your 
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identity, you can lose your do and bounce back to bigger and better 
“do”s. Failure does not keep you down when you know who you 
really are. Many people seem to believe their do makes their who 
possible, but the truth is the other way around: your who makes 
possible everything you do. 

I want to encourage you to take a hard look at your life. Examine 
what you do and ask yourself how it makes you feel. Do you feel 
important because you are a CEO, a COO, a CFO, or some other 
executive— or do you feel important 
because you are you? Do you believe 
life is worth living as long as you 
are raising smart, well- mannered 
children or coaching a winning 
football team— or is life worth liv-
ing because of the positive internal 
resources you can offer the people 
around you? Are you fulfilled because you’ve earned the respect 
of your community— or do you feel fulfilled because you have the 
qualities that earned the respect in the first place?

As you begin peeling the onion of who you are, these ques-
tions and others will probably come to mind and will take time and 
effort to answer. You may have to face some unpleasant realities 
about how much weight you have been attributing to your do, when 
it rightfully belongs to your who. The only way to move toward a 
better, happier, psychologically healthier life is to start investigat-
ing where you really find your identity and then make whatever 
changes are needed.

Your Identity Is Not Based on Circumstances

Everyone’s life is affected at some point by situations outside of his 
or her control. When these things happen, many people allow them 

When you know your 
who and are firmly 
established in your 

identity, you can lose your 
do and bounce back to 

bigger and better “do”s.
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to define who they are— whether it’s being born without the advan-
tages other people enjoy, the breakup of a family during childhood, 
a serious accident or injury, the loss of a job and a paycheck, an 
illness, or a teenage child’s bad decisions.

One of the best stories I know of a person who refused to allow 
circumstances beyond his control to contribute to his identity 
is about an amazing man whose inventions years ago probably 
still impact your life today. His story is so inspirational that he 
has become almost a living symbol of what it means to overcome 
seemingly insurmountable personal obstacles and achieve success. 
His name is George Washington Carver, and he is famous for his 
work as an inventor and for his creativity in finding more than 
three hundred beneficial uses for the peanut, including mayon-
naise, shampoo, nitroglycerine, and axle grease.2 At a time when 
the boll weevil threatened to destroy the economy of the South by 
wiping out the cotton crop, Carver’s inventions inspired struggling 
farmers to plant and harvest peanuts instead of cotton, arguably 
saving this entire region of the United States from financial disas-
ter.3 His accomplishments are remarkable not only because of their 
creative and scientific value, but also because the man overcame 
his personal history. Against all odds, he persevered with the help 
of the family who raised him, even though he was not their bio-
logical child.

 During the Civil War, one- week- old George was kidnapped 
from the home of his owner, Moses Carver. One of Mr. Carver’s 
employees found the baby and returned him to the Carvers’ home. 
Mr.  Carver and his wife took the boy in, raised him, and were 
determined to provide him with an education.

In those days, schooling was not readily available to African 
American children, and none of the local schools would admit 
George as a student. So Mrs.  Carver taught George to read and 
write. Even after the end of slavery, George continued to live with 
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the Carver family and Mrs. Carver remained his teacher for several 
years.

Eventually, George was able to go to a school about ten miles 
from the Carvers’ home. He was then accepted at a college in 
Kansas and planned to attend— until school officials changed their 
minds about him because of his race. Later, George became the first 
black student at Iowa State Agricultural College, where he excelled 
in his studies and received both a bachelor’s and a master’s degree.

George Washington Carver established himself as a brilliant 
botanist, teacher, inventor, and administrator. He ran the agricul-
ture department at the esteemed Tuskegee Institute, and under his 
leadership, the department gained national respect and renown. He 
became one of America’s foremost intellectuals in his day, serving 
as an advisor to President Theodore Roosevelt. On the international 
scene, he advised India’s leader, Mahatma Gandhi, on issues of 
agriculture and nutrition.

At the beginning of George’s life, nothing suggested he would 
ever be able to learn or go to school, much less enjoy worldwide 
esteem. But his curiosity, diligence, and perseverance paid off, and 
he went from being a slave child to being a globally respected sci-
entist and leader. Of course, his brilliance took him to places he 
once only dreamed of going and gained him the trust of world 
leaders and the admiration of generations of Americans. But had 
the Carver family not cared for him and raised him as their own, 
his intellect would never have been given a chance to develop and 
his creativity might not have been channeled in the right direc-
tion. The education the family provided gave him the foundation 
he needed for a life of phenomenal success.

I can imagine that George Washington Carver never forgot he 
was born a slave. That could have resulted in all sorts of I- factor 
issues for him— feelings of inferiority to others, feeling he was a vic-
tim, anger over his lot in life, or fear of having big dreams. He could 
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have squandered the opportunities the Carvers gave him, especially 
after he had endured race- based rejection from several schools. But 
he didn’t. He chose to believe in himself and his abilities, and to 
take advantage of his opportunities. He did not let obstacles stand 
in his way, nor did he allow the opinions of others (especially those 
who denied him entrance to school) to change his estimation of 
himself. He did not allow the circumstances into which he was 
born to define his view of himself. In fact, that identity became the 
fuel of his accomplishments. His who was the internal engine that 
drove everything about his life. When your who defines and drives 
your life, opposition, obstacles, and even unfair treatment are not 
allowed to become determining factors about who you are.

When Carver died on January  5, 1943, President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt sent this message: “All mankind are the beneficiar-
ies of his discoveries in the field of agricultural chemistry. The 
things which he achieved in the face of early handicaps will for all 
time afford an inspiring example to youth everywhere.”4 George 
Washington Carver had a strong I- factor that became the corner-
stone of his success because he made the mental and emotional 
transition from a slave to a son.

Your Identity Is Not Based on 
What Happened to You

The Bible tells the poignant story about a person who had no idea 
who he was, no sense of identity, and who lived more like a slave than 
a son— Mephibosheth, a grandson of Israel’s King Saul, a tragic his-
torical figure. Mephibosheth is a powerful picture of someone who 
did not know who he was and who lived beneath his privilege as a 
result. We can learn some valuable lessons from his life.

King Saul was King David’s predecessor on the throne of 
Israel. He started out well but ended up a tormented man jealous 
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of the young David destined to rule after him. When David had 
the opportunity to kill King Saul, he restrained himself, twice 
(1 Sam. 24:1–7; 26:7–11). One reason for David’s kindness toward 
Saul was his friendship with Saul’s son Jonathan. Years after Saul 
and Jonathan had died, David remembered his friend and asked a 
question: “Is there anyone still left of the house of Saul to whom I 
can show kindness for Jonathan’s sake?” (2 Sam. 9:1). He discov-
ered that Jonathan had a son who lived in poverty in a place called 
Lo- Debar, so he sent for him. Their first conversation recorded in 
2 Samuel 9:6–8 is remarkable:

David said, “Mephibosheth!”
“At your service,” he replied.
“Don’t be afraid,” David said to him, “for I will surely show 

you kindness for the sake of your father Jonathan. I will restore 
to you all the land that belonged to your grandfather Saul, and 
you will always eat at my table.”

Mephibosheth bowed down and said, “What is your serv-
ant, that you should notice a dead dog like me?”

Clearly, Mephibosheth had an I- factor problem. There he was, 
with King David offering to completely restore all his family had 
lost and to treat him as family by moving him into the palace and 
including him at the king’s table for every meal. Mephibosheth 
thought so poorly of himself that he could not even acknowledge 
David’s grace and favor. All he could focus on was what a wretch he 
was, in his opinion.

When we hear of a prince living in poverty, viewing himself 
as “a dead dog,” and being rescued by his father’s friend, we have 
to wonder how he ended up that way. It goes back many years, to a 
time when Mephibosheth was very young and Saul’s family mem-
bers were forced to flee their home (2 Sam. 4:4). A nurse gathered 
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Mephibosheth in her arms to carry him to safety, but in her haste, 
she tripped and dropped him, which is how he became crippled. 
The critical I- factor lessons in Mephibosheth’s story are twofold: 
Anyone can lose his or her sense of identity, even the grandson of a 
king, but anyone can also recover and regain it. Second, one of the 
most important aspects of regaining a sense of identity is to deal 
with what has happened in the past. Bad things do happen to people. 
Sometimes those things are tragic and completely outside of the vic-
tim’s control. In those circumstances, individuals can choose to live 
with the negative consequences of what others have done to them 
(or allowed to happen to them), or they can choose to overcome.

I am certain Mephibosheth’s nurse did not mean to drop him. 
No doubt, it was an accident. She was trying to help him, but he 
ended up hurt— permanently— despite her good intentions. Many 
people, maybe even you, can relate to Mephibosheth’s predicament. 
Perhaps something deeply wounding has happened to you, and it 
was not your fault. The person who caused the damage may not 
have intended to hurt you and may feel terrible about it now. But 
the facts and the consequences of the situation are what they are; 
you can’t change them, but you can change the way you allow them 
to affect you. What happened to you is external; what you do with 
it is internal. You have a choice: you can focus on what happened or 
you can focus on who you are. Who you are has absolutely nothing 
to do with what has happened to you.

Had Mephibosheth chosen to focus on who he was, he could 
have experienced restoration much sooner than he did; he lived in 
poverty in Lo- Debar for way too long. David had a track record of 
kindness toward Saul’s family, and had Mephibosheth simply made 
the effort to reach out to David, he would not have struggled in 
deprivation for so long. Had he viewed himself as the royalty that 
he was instead of as a dead dog, his entire life would have been 
different.
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What happened to Mephibosheth was external, not internal. 
Although it affected him dramatically, it did not have to change 
who he was or how he viewed himself. If you have struggled with 
allowing your past to define you, one of the best things you can 
do is break free from it. So how do you move beyond the things 
that have hurt you, handicapped you, or hindered your pursuit of 
your destiny? Let me offer four observations many people have 
found helpful: Things happen. Freedom comes from forgiveness. 
Who you are is much more important than what happened to you. 
Changing what you can change is important.

Things Happen
Life is not always a bed of roses. Good things do happen to 

people, but bad things happen too. It’s just part of living. Many 
times, when circumstances are extremely painful or have caused 
problems for us, we may be tempted to deny them. We may blame 
our troubles on other things because the real culprits are too pain-
ful to deal with. This is especially true for victims of sexual abuse 
or assault. It can also apply to people injured in car accidents when 
the other driver was intoxicated, for parents or siblings of people 
who bring shame or embarrassment to their families, or for hard-
working individuals who may end up out of a job due to the sale 
of a company or other circumstances beyond their control. Many 
people have these situations and others like them in their pasts. 
In most cases, these people cannot help what has happened to 
them. They can only decide that they will not allow these things to 
define them.

If something in your past truly has put certain limitations on 
your present circumstances, one of the healthiest things you can do 
is to accept it as a part of your life’s journey but refuse to see it as the 
defining moment of your life. You are not the product of the things 
that have happened to you. You’re bigger and better than that.
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Freedom Comes from Forgiveness
I know many people who have had negative experiences in 

their lives. Some of them view themselves as victims who will never 
heal, and some see themselves as overcomers. Often, what makes 
the difference between the two mind- sets is whether people choose 
to forgive those who hurt or offended them.

You will find more detail about forgiveness later in the book, 
but for now I simply want to encourage you to take the most impor-
tant step in your healing journey— forgive. You may need to forgive 
the person or people involved in the circumstances that hurt you. 
In some cases, you may also need to forgive yourself for blaming 
others when you could have taken responsibility for yourself or for 
lingering in your pain when you had opportunities to be healed. 
As one version of an anonymous old saying goes, “Harboring 
unforgiveness is like taking a drink of poison and hoping it will 
kill somebody else.” Not being willing to forgive will keep you in 
bondage to your past and to the people involved in your previous 
pain; it will form an invisible bond that connects you to that situa-
tion and all its negativity.

No matter who was involved in the tragic or unfortunate things 
that have happened in your past or what their specific roles were, 
the only way to set yourself free from them is to forgive them. You’ll 
be amazed at the freedom, strength, and new perspectives on life 
that will come to you when you do.

Who You Are Is Much More Important 
than What Happened to You

I am convinced that Mephibosheth’s biggest problem was 
obsessing about what happened to him instead of thinking about 
who he was and what he could become. He seems to have fixed his 
gaze on what he could not do instead of what he could do.

As you move forward in your life, let me encourage you to 
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stay focused on your identity, not on the incidents that have hap-
pened in the past. If you will put past events behind you and build 
up who you are on the inside, you’ll soon find yourself with a 
whole new outlook on life. You will gain the ability to dream 
again and to develop the motivation to go after your destiny like 
never before.

When you wake up every morning and feel a familiar physical 
or emotional pain from some previous trauma, you have a decision 
to make. You can say something like, “Oh, there’s that pain again. I 
feel it every single day. I remember when it happened . . . I’ll never 
get over it.” Or you can say, “There’s that pain again. I feel it, but it 
doesn’t define me. I’m not a victim of the circumstance that caused 
that wound. I forgive the people involved in it. I am determined to 
move beyond it. I am bigger than my past and stronger than any-
thing that would try to hold me back.”

Changing What You Can Change Is Important
Based on what we know about Mephibosheth’s story, one of his 

failures is he never tried to better himself. He allowed himself to 
live in Lo- Debar to the point that the spirit of Lo- Debar seeped into 
his very being and became part of who he was. He saw himself as no 
better than a dead dog, when he was actually a prince! This is what 
happens to people who wallow in their pasts; they lose their desire 
and ultimately their ability to change. If you are in this situation, I 
pray you will take action and begin to look at what can be different. 
It may be something extremely small, but small beginnings are very 
important.

Think about an athlete who suffers an injury during a ball-
game. Let’s say that athlete once dreamed of playing professional 
sports because of his love for baseball, football, or basketball. If the 
injury is debilitating, he may not be able to play on the professional 
level, but he could pursue sports broadcasting, sports medicine, 
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sports marketing, employment in the front office of a major league 
team, or he could strive to be a sports agent. If the injury is not 
permanent and he allows himself to laze around in bed instead of 
doing the work his recovery requires, he could end up permanently 
incapacitated. But if he chooses to work on getting better every day, 
he could regain his health and strength and find ways to participate 
in the sport he loves, even if he cannot actively participate on the 
field or on the court.

In many situations, people allow themselves to become stuck in 
their pain or in the disappointment that they can no longer do what 
they’ve always wanted to do. But that does not mean they cannot 
do anything at all. The key to moving forward in life is to do what 
we can do and to change our circumstances in every possible way 
instead of letting them overcome us and shut us down.

All Those Good Things Are for You!

As I mentioned earlier, Mephibosheth is a picture of so many 
people who are not established in their identities. One way to know 
when someone is struggling with this issue is when he or she looks 
at other people and thinks, They will have the breakthroughs they 
need. Everything will turn out fine for their families. Something great 
is going to happen for them, but not for me. This is the mentality 
of people who do not know their true worth, not the viewpoint of 
those who know who they really are. Perhaps you have even found 
yourself thinking this way.

Mephibosheth’s story applies today to people whose negative 
I- factor issues have caused them to miss out on the very best life 
can offer them. If your past has caused you to believe certain things 
that simply are not true about your identity, you can have a fresh 
start and you can go on to have a great life full of good things. All 
you have to do is realize that your who is not your do. Whether 
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your do is based on something you did to yourself (such as making 
an unwise decision) or something someone else did to you (such 
as hurting you, cheating you out of something you had earned, 
betraying you, or abandoning you) it’s in the past. You don’t have to 
take it into your future.

As you look ahead, I hope you will believe that greatness awaits 
you. Your past does not have to stand between you and your suc-
cess. You don’t have to carry your past with you or even look back 
and try to remember it. You can move forward without the baggage 
of the days behind you and enter into the amazing days ahead of 
you with the freedom and strength that come from knowing who 
you are and living from that core.

Internal Building Blocks

• The process of discovering your personal identity— your own 

assessment of who you are and why you are significant— is one 

of the most rewarding journeys you will ever take. It’s like peel-

ing an onion. You remove the layers of expectation, frustration, 

and disappointment from your life, and you discover who you 

really are.

• Trying to please or impress other people or to live up to their 

expectations instead of living out of your true identity is exhaust-

ing and frustrating. The only ticket to real success is to be who 

you really are.

• Your identity is based on who you are, not on what you do.

• Your past does not define you, nor does it have to determine 

your present or your future.

• There are at least four ways to break free from your past. First, 

realize that things happen, and they can and must be dealt with 

in healthy ways. Second, understand that forgiveness leads to 

freedom. Third, realize that who you are is much more important 
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than what happens to you. And fourth, in any situation, it’s 

important to be proactive and change what you can change.

Strengthening Your I- Factor

1. What are some of the layers you need to peel back in order to 

reveal your true identity?

2. How would you define your true identity?

3. Have you ever worked hard to please someone or live up to 

his or her expectations? Did that situation allow you to express 

your true identity, and was it ultimately good for you?

4. What is the most valuable discovery you have ever made in 

finding out who you really are?

5. One of the ways to break free from your past is to realize that 

who you are is much more important than what has happened 

to you. In your life, what has happened that has become so big 

that it now overshadows who you are? How might you change 

the way you think about yourself and your true identity in order 

to put that situation in proper perspective?
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The Best- Kept Secret of 
Sustained Success

The toughest thing about success is that 
you’ve got to keep on being a success.

— Irving Berlin

SOME PEOPLE SEEM TO KNOW EXACTLY WHAT TO DO TO 

reach the pinnacle of success, but they know little about how to 
stay at the top of their game once they get there. They may enjoy 
achievements and acclaim for a while, but then something happens 
and they lose their position. Almost always, they fall because of 
something internal, some kind of I- factor issue. I realize that in 
certain situations, such as a hostile takeover when the CEO of a 
company loses his or her job, other people may be responsible for 
someone’s downfall. But most of the time, people who reach a level 
of success and cannot maintain it have only themselves to blame.

Some people fail to succeed; others succeed only to then become 
very successful at failure. In some ways, the internal dynamics 
needed to reach a point of success are different from those required 
to stay successful. Reaching a goal often takes one set of skills 
and personal resources, while living at that new level takes other 
skills. For example, for some people, ambition and determination 
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are the top- priority attitudes while they are seeking success. Once 
they reach the success for which they’ve labored, ambition fades 
or gets redirected because it’s no longer needed in the way it once 
was. Then responsibility takes over, and 
the pressures of responsibility are different 
from the pressures of ambition. That’s why 
some people seem to attain success quickly 
and then lose it just as speedily.

Whenever a person has a weak or faulty 
I- factor, long- term and sustained success 
will be difficult. But I truly believe anyone 
can achieve and sustain success if his or her 
I- factor is strong and healthy. No matter what an individual’s per-
sonal definition of success is, he or she can get there and stay there, 
as long as the I- factor is right.

Success Isn’t Necessarily Permanent

Xerxes I of Persia
Anna Nicole Smith
Lance Armstrong
Jimmy Swaggart
Leona Helmsley

These people are seemingly as different as they can be, but they 
all have one thing in common: they suffered in life because of a per-
sonal weakness that took them from the pinnacle of success to total 
disgrace. In each situation, the specific contributing element to the 
downfall differed, but it was something related to the I- factor.

The ancient King Xerxes I of Persia allowed his ego to cause 
him to underestimate a powerful Greek army that eventually 
defeated him. Anna Nicole Smith’s hunger for attention, glamour, 

 Reaching a goal 
often takes one 
set of skills and 

personal resources, 
while living at that 

new level takes 
other skills.
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and wealth left her empty and miserable; ultimately she died of a 
drug overdose. Lance Armstrong’s quest for dominance and fame 
caused him to cheat by using illegal substances. Jimmy Swaggart’s 
inability to control his lust led to his being defrocked and losing 
what was once a popular ministry. Leona Helmsley’s greed and 
arrogance ended with a seven- million- dollar fine and eighteen 
months in prison.

These individuals reached great heights of success and then 
fell, but the same dynamics that toppled them are the basic reasons 
why other, less well- known people have the potential to succeed, 
yet never do. These people never reach positions of visibility and 
influence, never see their stories in the news. They suffer in obscu-
rity, well aware of their potential, but unable to reach it— and often 
unable to figure out why.

You may struggle to identify with a Persian king, a seemingly 
successful model and actress, an elite athlete, a popular televange-
list, or a ruthless businesswoman, but you still know what I mean 
when I talk about people who yearn for success and significance, 
only to sabotage themselves time and time again. Maybe that’s 
exactly what’s happening to you. There seems to be no reason you 
cannot live the life you long for, yet every time you start to pursue 
your purpose, you get derailed. After a while, you recognize this 
is happening repeatedly. You are a person of dreams and destiny, 
but you wrestle with the reality that you simply cannot get where 
you want to go. Be encouraged: this chapter will help you identify, 
understand, and solve the problem, and break through the barriers 
that have blocked you from the greatness you were born to enjoy.

A King Sets Himself Up for a Fall

People have tumbled from positions of prominence to the depths 
of obscurity for centuries. Influential voices have been silenced 
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because they got caught up in corruption; people of certain socio-
economic status have lost their wealth; something has humbled a 
haughty socialite or an arrogant leader. It’s what happened to the 
first king of the nation of Israel, a thirty- year- old man named Saul. 
King Saul was known early in his reign for being tall and hand-
some and was regarded later as a shrewd and victorious military 
leader. Saul preceded David, and like David, King Saul experienced 
remarkable success— to a point.

Soon after Samuel, the priest and prophet, anointed Saul as 
king, he gave Saul a series of instructions concerning things he 
needed to do as the nation’s new leader. One of them was, “Go 
down ahead of me to Gilgal. I will surely come down to you to sac-
rifice burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, but you must wait 
seven days until I come to you and tell you what you are to do” 
(1 Sam. 10:8).

Saul partially honored Samuel’s request. He did go to Gilgal, 
where he would fight an important battle against the Philistines, 
but when Samuel did not arrive seven days later, Saul took matters 
into his own hands.

Remember, Samuel was a prophet and the priest in Israel at 
the time. He was God’s emissary in this situation; he alone was 
qualified to sacrifice the offerings. He had promised to make the 
offerings at Gilgal, as was fitting for him to do. The longer Saul 
waited for Samuel, the more frightened his army became. By the 
seventh day, they began abandoning him. So Saul usurped Samuel’s 
responsibility and privilege and presented the offerings himself, 
instead of continuing to wait for Samuel, the proper person to offer 
the sacrifices.

Just as Saul finished with the offerings, Samuel arrived. 
Surprised that the offerings had already been made, he asked Saul, 
“What have you done?” (1 Sam. 13:11).

Saul told Samuel that when he realized his men were leaving 
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and Samuel had not shown up at the time he promised to be there 
and the Philistine army was gathering against his forces, he knew 
his army would soon be under attack. When he saw these circum-
stances aligning against him and did not know where Samuel was, 
he said he “felt compelled to offer the burnt offering” (v. 12).

Samuel’s response was both stern and sad:

 “You have done a foolish thing,” Samuel said. “You have not 
kept the command the Lord your God gave you; if you had, he 
would have established your kingdom over Israel for all time. 
But now your kingdom will not endure; the Lord has sought out 
a man after his own heart and appointed him ruler of his people, 
because you have not kept the Lord’s command.” (vv. 13–14)

Almost as quickly as God elevated Saul to the highest position 
in the land, He spoke forth his downfall through Samuel. As quickly 
as Saul gained God’s favor, he lost it. When God chose Saul as king, 
he went from anonymity to royalty. With his actions at Gilgal, he 
forfeited everything God had for him. He basically lost his destiny, 
failing to maintain his position of success for the long term because 
he demonstrated six I- factor flaws: he had a bad habit of making 
excuses, he was impatient, he was disobedient, he compared himself 
to another and allowed himself to become jealous, he was fear-
ful, and he was proud. Even though Saul lived centuries ago, these 
same weaknesses, in some form or another— sometimes alone and 
sometimes in conjunction with one another— comprise the basis of 
almost every I- factor problem that people struggle with today.

Saul’s I- Factor Problems

Saul’s first personal flaw was his lack of willingness to take respon-
sibility for himself, causing him to make excuses and blame others. 
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We see this when Samuel confronts him after realizing he has 
offered the sacrifices himself, instead of waiting on Samuel. Instead 
of owning his offense, Saul says, basically, “Well, see, it wasn’t really 
about me. It was my men. They were so scared of the Philistines 
and they started leaving.”

At Gilgal, Saul had three thousand troops, but he also had God 
on his side. God chose him as a leader. God anointed him. God was 
with him. If every one of the men had left, God still would have 
been with him. And God plus anyone is always a majority. I would 
rather have God on my side and no one else than three thousand 
frail human beings, wouldn’t you? All we have to do is think about 
the story of Gideon to realize that numbers are unimportant when 
God is with a leader (Judg. 7). But Saul did not think about that.

Based on the certainty that God was with Israel’s army, Saul 
could have rallied his troops and inspired them by his own faith 
and patience to wait for Samuel, but he did not. As their leader, 
keeping his men calm, focused, and strong was part of his responsi-
bility. He did not do it. He let their leaving frighten him, he allowed 
them to go, and then he blamed them for his sin— doing what only 
the priest was allowed to do.

Saul’s second I- factor problem was that he lacked patience. Saul 
was not impatient because of a bad temper; he lost his patience in 
this situation because of his perspective. If we look back at 1 Samuel 
10:8, we see that Samuel promised to be in Gilgal after seven days— 
not at noon on the seventh day, not at 4:00 p.m., not at any specific 
time. He told Saul which day he would arrive, not which hour. The 
seventh day was not complete when Saul took the inappropriate 
initiative of making the offerings. Samuel did come— just as Saul 
completed the offerings.

The third weakness in Saul’s I- factor was his disobedience to 
God. Before I go further, let me say this: God is a God of second 
chances, sometimes even third and fourth chances. Whenever we 
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fail or fall short of what He has called us to do, He is gracious to 
allow us to try again— because He wants us to succeed. Saul was not 
only irresponsible and impatient at Gilgal, he was also disobedient 
because he knew he was not supposed to offer the sacrifices; he 
knew that in God’s order, only the priest could perform such rituals.

In spite of Saul’s failings and foolishness at Gilgal, God gave 
him another chance. In 1  Samuel 15, Samuel speaks to Saul on 
God’s behalf and tells him to execute God’s punishment on the 
Amalekites. This army had already launched a major attack against 
Israel (Ex. 17), and now God was ready to deal with them. The 
instruction was clear and firm: “Now go, attack the Amalekites and 
totally destroy everything that belongs to them. Do not spare them; 
put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and 
sheep, camels and donkeys” (1  Sam. 15:3). Based on these direc-
tions, Saul should have known exactly what to do.

But he did not do it. Instead, he spared the life of the Amalekites’ 
king Agag “and the best of the sheep and cattle, the fat calves and 
lambs— everything that was good. These they were unwilling to 
destroy completely” (v. 9). There was no doubt about it. Saul dis-
obeyed God’s orders.

The reason God wanted the Amalekites annihilated was that 
He knew a remnant of the enemy would rebuild and grow and 
eventually return to attack Israel again, which is exactly what hap-
pened. God meant business when He directed Saul to obliterate the 
Amalekites, but Saul did not take Him seriously. Samuel, however, 
did fear the Lord and in the end, he put Agag to death because he 
understood the importance of obedience (vv. 32–33).

Immediately after Saul’s disobedience regarding the Amalekites, 
God tells Samuel that He has chosen a new king (1 Sam. 16:1), a 
young man named David who would ultimately become Israel’s 
best- known ruler. After Samuel anointed David king, the Bible tells 
us “the Spirit of the Lord came powerfully upon David” (v. 13). In 
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the next verse, we read, “Now the Spirit of the Lord had departed 
from Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord tormented him” (v. 14). 
Why did God send an evil spirit to harass Saul? Because of his fool-
ishness, the sins he committed at Gilgal, and his failure to follow 
God’s instructions about the Amalekites. But why was he foolish 
and sinful? Because he neglected to deal with the personal weak-
nesses that eventually destroyed him.

In the midst of Saul’s torment, his attendants suggested they 
find someone who could play beautiful music to soothe him. Saul 
agreed, and one of the servants sent for David, calling him “a brave 
man and a warrior. He speaks well and is a fine- looking man. And 
the Lord is with him” (v. 18). Saul, of course, had no idea that God 
had chosen David and that Samuel had anointed David to become 
Israel’s next king.

David’s music did indeed calm Saul, and David quickly 
gained Saul’s favor. David killed the Philistine giant, Goliath, and 
became a local hero for military victories that exceeded Saul's. 
The king promoted David to a high rank in his army and gave his 
daughter to David in marriage. Over time, though, Saul grew jeal-
ous of David and compared himself to him. This was his fourth 
I- factor f law.

As his fifth I- factor flaw, Saul became afraid of David because 
he knew the presence of the Lord had left him and could tell that 
God’s presence and favor were upon David (1 Sam. 18:12). In addi-
tion, he was too proud to acknowledge David’s victories or to honor 
David for them— his sixth I- factor weakness. Eventually, as Saul’s 
madness, jealousy, fear, and pride spun out of control, he tried to 
kill David. David fled but at one point found himself with his army 
in a cave, and Saul entered the cave to relieve himself (1 Sam. 24:3). 
David got close enough to Saul to kill him, but chose not to, saying, 
“The Lord forbid that I should do such a thing to my master, the 
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Lord’s anointed, or lay my hand on him” (v. 6). David had another 
chance to kill Saul, and again decided against it (1 Sam. 26:6–11).

From the time he was thirty years old, Saul was destined for 
greatness. God saw something promising in him, or He would not 
have chosen him as king. Saul ascended to the highest position in 
Israel, and God gave him chance after chance to handle himself 
well. Throughout his reign, he repeatedly refused to deal with his 
I- factor issues— irresponsibility, impatience, disobedience, fear, 
jealousy, and pride. That stubbornness and lack of humility led him 
to years of torment and ultimately to such ongoing misery that he 
took his own life (1 Sam. 31:4).

One of the saddest aspects of Saul’s story is that he could have 
succeeded. Each of Saul’s faults and their consequences could have 
been avoided had he simply dealt with his I- factor. Had he been 
willing to take responsibility instead of make excuses, he could have 
become a strong leader instead of a tragic figure. Had he exercised 
patience at Gilgal, he could have been the cornerstone of a lasting 
reign in Israel. God told Saul that He would have “established your 
kingdom over Israel for all time. But now your kingdom will not 
endure” (1 Sam. 13:13–14).

Had Saul been obedient to wipe out the Amalekites, the nation 
of Israel would not have suffered subsequent attacks from them, 
nor would David have had to fight them (1 Sam. 27:8; 30:1–18). In 
addition, Saul would not have endured the personal consequences 
of disobedience to God. Instead of comparing himself with David 
and feeling inferior to him, Saul could have celebrated David as a 
promising young leader and shared in David’s ultimate successes. 
Instead, he spent the last years of his life running in fear from a 
man who only showed him mercy and did him good. Instead of 
allowing his pride to destroy him, Saul could have been a humble, 
righteous king.
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A Sad Summary of Saul’s Life

In one of my favorite books, A Tale of Three Kings, Gene Edwards 
powerfully summarized Saul’s strengths and weaknesses:

What kind of man was Saul? Who was this one who made him-
self David’s enemy? Anointed of God. Deliverer of Israel. And 
yet remembered mostly for his madness.

Forget the bad press. Forget the stinging reviews. Forget his 
reputation. Look at the facts. Saul was one of the greatest figures 
of human history. He was a farm boy, a real country kid. He was 
tall, good- looking, and well- liked.

He was baptized into the Spirit of God.
He also came from a good family; that is, in his lineage were 

some of the great historical figures of all mankind. Abraham, 
Israel, Moses, these were his ancestors. . . .

Saul united a people and founded a kingdom. Few men 
have ever done that. He created an army out of thin air. He won 
battles in the power of God, defeated the enemy again and again, 
as few men ever have. .  .  . Furthermore, he was a prophet. The 
Spirit came on him in power and authority. He did and said 
unprecedented things and it was all by the power of the Spirit 
resting on him.

He was everything [people] today are seeking to be  .  .  . 
empowered with the Holy Spirit . . . able to do the impossible . . . 
for God.

He was also eaten with jealousy, capable of murder and will-
ing to live in spiritual darkness. . . .

There is a vast difference between the outward clothing of 
the Spirit’s power and the inward filling of the Spirit’s life. In the 
first, despite the power, the hidden man of the heart may remain 
unchanged. In the latter, that monster is dealt with.1
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How Not to Be Like Saul

So many people today struggle with the same issues that caused 
Saul to lose his position and his destiny. If we are honest, I think all 
of us can remember times we have been irresponsible, impatient, 
or disobedient. We can also think of situations in which we have 
been afraid, compared ourselves with others and become jealous of 
them, and walked in pride instead of humility. Some people manage 
these things better than others. Some manage most of them well, 
but find themselves in a seemingly constant battle with another. 
For example, some people are not impatient, but they are irrespon-
sible. Others are not easily jealous of others, but they do battle fear 
in every situation they face.

The key to sustained success is to resolve all our I- factor issues 
as quickly as we can, as soon as we recognize them. Otherwise, like 
Saul, we can be people of tremendous potential and promise, but 
lose everything. Thankfully, there are some ways we can begin to 
deal with I- factor issues we may have in common with Saul. Our 
stories can be accounts of increasing strength and victory, not con-
tinual weakness and defeat.

Become Responsible
Being irresponsible is easy. Taking responsibility is a bit more 

difficult, but it is vital to long- term success. If you struggle with 
irresponsibility, let me encourage you to look for areas where you 
can start small. For example, take responsibility for managing 
your time. Don’t rely on a spouse or a roommate to wake you up 
each morning; set your own wake time on your alarm clock or 
electronic device. In addition, take responsibility for your health 
by making healthy food choices, disciplining yourself to exercise, 
and keeping doctor’s appointments as recommended. These are 
simple ways to grow in your capacity to be responsible. Once you 
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learn to take responsibility, it will become a stepping- stone to 
success.

Become Patient
I have seen so many people sabotage their own success simply 

because they were not willing to wait. When you are moving 
toward a new level of greatness, you can easily become excited and 
get ahead of yourself. But often, success is a matter of timing. Just 
because something does not happen when you want it to does not 
mean it will never happen at all. If you’ll discipline yourself to be 
patient as your journey to success unfolds, you will learn many 
valuable lessons along the way. There’s a reason for the old sayings, 
“Patience is a virtue” and “Good things come to those who wait.” 
They’re true!

Become Obedient
Saul’s biggest mistake was his disobedience to the Lord. 

Throughout Scripture, there is a principle that says obedience leads 
to blessing. As long as Saul obeyed God, he enjoyed God’s blessing. 
When he stopped, things fell apart. That same pattern is still in 
effect today and applies to you and me. I understand obedience is 
not always easy, but it’s important to remember God will always 
lead you in the best possible way to the best possible results, even if 
you don’t like or understand the process. Anytime He asks for your 
obedience, you can be sure it’s for your good.

Resist Fear
The older Saul got, the more fearful he became. His fears 

sucked the greatness out of him. The late Nelson Mandela said, 
“The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who con-
quers that fear.”2 It’s important to understand that feeling afraid is 
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normal; it’s part of life. But allowing fear to control us, to override 
our sensibilities, to keep us from doing what we know we should 
do, or to cause us to hold back when we need to move forward is a 
problem. Few emotions will block success and shut down a jour-
ney to greatness like fear— fear of failure, fear of the unknown, 
fear of what other people will think, fear of the future, or any of 
the other fears that so often plague humanity. In your life, fear 
will raise its ugly head from time to time; your job is to face it and 
overcome it.

Resist Comparison and Jealousy
People with a weak I- factor easily fall into comparison and jeal-

ousy. Too often, they look to see how what they are doing stacks 
up to what others are doing. This “doing” may be anything from 
people’s appearances and what clothes they wear, to the cars they 
drive, to whether or not they are married, to their positions at work, 
to their athletic abilities, or to their abilities to keep a clean house. 
Jealousy and comparison have their roots in selfishness and pride, 
and there is no end to the things a jealous person will find to envy 
about others.

Mature people who are secure in who they are and who have 
strong I- factors are able to honor and enjoy the successes of others. 
They are able to compliment others and encourage them to go after 
their dreams and fulfill their potential. They can do these things 
without a twinge of jealousy and without comparing themselves 
to other people or comparing their possessions to others’ belong-
ings. This is because they know who they are, their identities 
are established, and they have conquered selfishness and pride. 
Because of their inner strength, they see things others would envy 
and view them as causes to celebrate those who have achieved or 
attained them.
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Practice Humility
The English preacher Charles Spurgeon described humility this 

way: to be humble is “to make a right estimate of oneself.”3 I like 
this definition because many people have been taught that humility 
means not standing up for oneself, choosing weakness over strength, 
or becoming a doormat. None of these is true. Genuine humility 
requires an accurate assessment of yourself, an honest evaluation of 
both your strengths and your weaknesses. It also requires a respect-
ful expression of who you really are— not a suppression of your true 
self in an effort to please or defer to someone else for the sake of 
keeping peace or being viewed as polite. To practice humility is not 
to refuse to act or to keep your mouth shut, but to act and speak 
wisely, respectfully, and truthfully whenever a situation calls for it.

A Tale of Two Kings

When I think of Saul, I also think of two modern- day men, also 
clearly called and anointed of God, whose outward circumstances 
were not like Saul’s, but whose inner struggles took them down. 
One chose not to be like Saul, while the other unfortunately fol-
lowed some of Saul’s examples. These men ended up with vastly 
different results, which is why I call the story of these two influen-
tial Christian leaders “A Tale of Two Kings.”

In the 1970s and ’80s, two of the most popular and highly rated 
televangelists in the world were Jim Bakker and his wife, Tammy 
Faye. If ever there had been a Christian media king up to that point 
in history, Jim Bakker was it, and he and Tammy Faye epitomized 
everything the word televangelist has come to mean. They were 
charismatic in their personalities and anointed in their minis-
try, and they enjoyed the financial fruit of their calling. Jim and 
Tammy Faye came across as compassionate people of God with a 
gift for leading people to salvation.
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But behind the scenes, what appeared to be a prosperous media 
ministry was struggling financially. As the result of an investi-
gation by the Charlotte Observer newspaper, Jim faced criminal 
charges based on illegal fund- raising activities. In addition, he was 
involved in a sexual scandal at the same time his ministry was 
unraveling. In 1988, Jim was convicted on fifteen counts of wire 
fraud, eight counts of mail fraud, and one count of conspiracy. He 
was sentenced to forty- five years in prison and fined $500,000. In 
1991, an appellate court voided the sentence and the fine and sent 
the case to a new hearing. Tammy Faye divorced Jim in 1992, and 
he was released from prison in December 1994.

Jim had nothing when he left prison, but thanks to the kind-
ness of the Billy Graham family, he slowly began to rebuild his 
life— including dealing with his I- factor issues, which are clear in 
his book I Was Wrong.4 As of this writing, Jim is happily married to 
his lovely wife, Lori, and they are serving God together and blessing 
the body of Christ in powerful ways. Jim’s story could have easily 
ended in tragedy and degradation, but it didn’t. He was humble 
enough to confront his weaknesses, repent of his sins, and ask God 
to restore his life. His story of restoration is an amazing testimony 
to what God can do when a person settles the I- factor issues that 
once ensnared him or her.

The second man I want to mention, though I will refrain from 
naming him, was once a leading televangelist. He also pastored a 
large church in one of America’s biggest cities. In his world, he, 
too, was viewed as a ministry king at one time. He appeared to 
be a great man of God and preached powerfully from the pulpit. 
Like Jim Bakker, he accumulated wealth and influence, and built 
a Christian media empire. But under the surface, something was 
not right. He eventually settled two lawsuits that indicated seri-
ous misconduct— one based on allegations of sexual wrongdoing 
and one based on allegations of running a Ponzi scheme. To my 
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knowledge, this man has never publicly taken responsibility for his 
actions nor repented for the damage those actions have done. To 
the best of my knowledge, this man now ministers to a fraction of 
the audience who once listened to him with such respect and oper-
ates a church that is only a shell of what it once was.

These are two men with fairly similar backgrounds, both 
gifted ministers trying to serve God. Both of them ran into trouble 
because of I- factor issues they did not confront. One eventually did 
confront the issues and went on to lead a beautifully restored life. 
The other one, well, he still preaches to a few people.

The Secret to Success Is in the Mirror

I hope the stories of Saul and the two modern- day kings have 
helped you understand how dangerous the failure to resolve 
I- factor problems can be. When a person achieves a level of success, 
that success is not guaranteed to last. It can only be sustained if 
a person is willing to work at it. While there are certain external 
duties that must be fulfilled in order to stay successful, the most 
important obligations are internal. They include stepping up to the 
responsibilities our roles require, managing the negative emotions 
mentioned in this chapter, such as impatience, fear, jealousy, and 
ones not specifically addressed yet, such as greed and pride. They 
also include being humble before God and living a lifestyle of obe-
dience to Him.

I believe God has tremendous success in store for you— more 
than you could ever ask for or imagine (Eph. 3:20). Once you attain 
it, I believe He wants you to not only sustain it, but also grow in it. 
The key is to deal with the I- factor issues you currently see in your-
self and the ones that you may become aware of as time goes on.
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Internal Building Blocks

• The internal dynamics you need to achieve a certain level of 

success are different in some ways from those required to main-

tain that success long term.

• With a weak or faulty I- factor, long- term success will be a chal-

lenge, but with a strong, healthy I- factor, no matter how you 

define success, you can get there and stay there.

• Common I- factor problems include an inflated ego and arro-

gance (King Xerxes I); a hunger for attention, affirmation, 

wealth, or beauty (Anna Nicole Smith); the need for fame or 

dominance in a particular area (Lance Armstrong); the failure to 

manage sexuality in a healthy way (Jimmy Swaggart); and greed 

(Leona Helmsley).

• An I- factor weakness must be dealt with or it can lead to a per-

son’s ultimate downfall.

• The I- factor problems Saul had are still problems for people 

today. They include: failure to take responsibility, impatience, 

disobedience, fear, jealousy, and pride. You can strengthen your 

I- factor by dealing with these weaknesses if you recognize them 

in your life.

Strengthening Your I- Factor

1. Why are the tools needed to maintain success different from 

those needed to achieve success?

2. Have you noticed in yourself any of the I- factor weaknesses 

mentioned in this chapter? If so, which ones?

3. How can you improve in the areas where your I- factor is faulty 

or unhealthy?
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4. Rate yourself on a scale of 1 (not good) to 10 (excellent) in the 

following areas:

Responsibility

Patience

Obedience to God

Courage instead of fear

Security instead of a tendency toward jealousy

Humility

5. Let me encourage you to dream and look ahead for a moment. 

When you achieve the greatness you believe you were created 

for, what safeguards might you need to put in place in order 

to sustain it?
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